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Modern Chinese Literary Thought: Writings on Literature, 
1893-1945. Edited by Kirk A. Denton. Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1996. xv i， 554 pp. US$75.00 (cloth), 
US$24.95 (paper). ISBN 0-8047-2558-6 (hardback), ISBN 0- 
8047-2559-4 (paperback).
This book is a major contribution to studies of modern 
Chinese literature. Comparable to Stephen Owen’s pioneering 
anthology of ancient Chinese poetics and literary thought (but 
short of including the original Chinese texts)(Owen 1992), 
Denton’s book can be used for a broad range of scholarly and 
pedagogical purposes. The editor's General Introduction, which 
runs sixty pages, is a lucid, self-standing treatise. The chapters 
make up a comprehensive anthology, containing fifty-five essays 
or excerpts written by thirty-eight influential writers and 
intellectuals. The system of annotation and glossary is designed 
so that the book can also be used as a handy reference work. In 
addition, the translators include some leading scholars in the 
field, and their collective effort spares other scholars the labor of 
translating the original texts much as it provides a reliable 
textbook for teaching translation. Since the book serves all the 
above at the same time, it is a shame that the publisher did not 
market the book as such. But it should find its way to the 
bookshelves, not just of China specialists, but of all scholars and 
teachers interested in modern Chinese literature and culture in
the English-speaking world.
In an academic culture that increasingly 
emphasizes the quantity of "original 
scholarship” （whatever that means), to edit， as 
opposed to author, a book of this magnitude 
requires extraordinary courage and 
commitment. In fact, the General Introduction, 
with the “raw materials” already collected and 
translated in the chapters, could be easily 
expanded into a comprehensive history of 
modern Chinese literary thought. This 
introduction identifies almost all the major 
issues in Chinese intellectual life and literary 
writing from the late nineteenth century to the
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eve of the Communist victory. In providing such an overview 
within a very limited space, Denton delineates how literature" 
became as such, regardless of whether individual writers wanted 
it to perform a major role in social change or defended its 
aesthetic autonomy. In spite of the many pronounced positions 
for a serious literature, modern Chinese writers and critics share 
a similar humanistic concern and moral anxiety. But the 
differences in the ir thematic and formal preferences 
nevertheless played into ideological conflict and political 
confrontation for reasons beyond literary writing itself. This 
coherent narrative reflects the editor's desire to pave a clear and 
heuristic path through the murky picture of history. However, the 
editor manages to avoid being reductive. Between the lines one 
cannot but sense the tension between the editor of an anthology, 
who must elucidate the subject matter as simply as he can, and 
the author of an original monograph, who needs to present the 
complexity of history with scholarly sophistication. In balancing 
the two roles, Denton incorporates a large amount of recent 
scholarship in a highly synthetic fashion. This enables him not 
only to situate key issues in the immediate context of Chinese 
modernity but also to trace them to earlier moments in ancient 
Chinese poetic and intellectual traditions. Moreover, the editor's 
knowledge of theory is well demonstrated by the references to 
some of the major issues foregrounded by poststructuralism, 
feminism, and post-colonial studies. One does not have to agree 
with the editor on every point to admire his command of primary 
and secondary materials and to recognize the double edge of 
the General Introduction in terms of its scholarly as well as 
pedagogical value.
To underscore the value of the General Introduction is not 
meant to diminish the anthology proper. On the contrary, to 
select representative works from a vast and diverse body of 
archives is in itself an intensely scholarly labor. Because many 
of the authors included in the book were deeply involved in 
partisan politics and their rhetoric was markedly polemical, the 
editor’s systematic overview becomes all the more important for 
contextualizing the readings. Organized in a chronological order, 
the anthology begins with “The Late Qing Period，1893-1911” 
(Part I), followed by “The May Fourth Period, 1915-1925” （Part 
II), “Revolutionary Literature, 1923-1930” （Part III), “The Debate
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on Literary Freedom, 1932-1935" (Part IV), and concludes with 
“The Period of National Crisis，1936-1945” （Part V). Each part 
starts with a brief introduction by the editor, which further 
connects the issues laid out in the General Introduction to the 
sampled readings. Meanwhile, this chronological order is 
punctuated by specific thematic topics, discussed in the short 
introduction to each part and highlighted by the sub-titles of the 
last three parts. The advantage of such an approach is the 
combination of a convenient historical framework with a topic- 
centered focus. In so doing, the editor has ^decentered" the 
魯迅 conventional author-centered format, too. The five essays by Lu 
Xun， for instance, are dispersed among the first four parts. Of 
course, instructors who want to organize their teaching around 
individual authors always have the option to assign readings in 
the order of their choice.
The inclusion of some authors and works to the exclusion 
of others is perhaps a perennial headache for the editor of any 
anthology. Denton’s selection not only reflects the editor’s 
preference but also is contingent on the changing mode of 
interpretation of our time. Part I pushes the historical 
demarcation for the modern period into the territory of what is 
otherwise “early modern，” if not “premodern,” a move which 
undermines the conventional periodization purely based on the 
linguistic and stylistic discontinuity between the late Qing and 
the May Fourth. In addition to this expanded historical horizon, 
梁啟超 the juxtaposition in Part I of the “reformer” Liang Qichao, the 
王國維 “conservative” Wang Guowei, and the “radical” Lu Xun further 
undercuts the neat formulation of a linear narrative and opens 
some possibilities for examining the complex process of cultural 
formation. Also remarkable is the inclusion, in Part IV, of 
穆時英 “modernists” such as Mu Shiying and Li Jinfa，marginal(ized) 
李金髮 figures from the 1930s and virtually unknown to many students 
of modern Chinese literature until recently.
To correct the dominant version of history, however, the 
editor may have had to overdo it. There seems to be little reason 
for a separate part on "The Debate on Literary Freedom” other 
than to highlight a few forgotten pages of history. Indeed, Part IV, 
the shortest in the anthology, covering only one topic and a 
three-year period, stands as an apt metaphor for that transient 
moment historically buried under, and now isolated from,
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“revolutionary literature” in “the period of national crisis.” 
Depoliticization of writing for literary freedom is now the calling 
on the Chinese front (and rightly so, to a certain extent); 
Denton’s is no exception. Unfortunately， in “the period of national 
crisis" that actually ran through the entire five decades the book 
covers， writers simply could not afford “literary freedom” from the 
urgent need for a “revolutionary literature.”
Finally, readers will love the cross-referencing format of the 
book’s annotation，Glossary, and Bibliography. Those who read 
Chinese will appreciate the fact that Chinese terms are placed 
side by side with the romanizations instead of being listed in the 
end. Particularly useful is the Glossary, which provides brief 
encyclopedic information for each entry. These handy tools 
should also be taken as a welcome gesture toward the 
convenience of non-specialists and students, especially at a 
time when the “non-West” is being integrated into the general 
curriculum of the Humanities.
Gang YUE
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